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 Planning can assist in the implementation of sustainable development in higher 
education; 
 Globally, the development of sustainability initiatives in universities varies among 
institutions and regions; 
 Institutional commitment is required, along with transformation of perceptions and use 
of interrelated perspectives; 
 It is necessary to foster a better understanding of how planning may help universities to 
implement sustainability. 
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Wordcount: 8007 
The Role of Planning in Implementing Sustainable Development in a Higher Education 
Context 
Abstract 
The implementation of sustainable development in higher education is an important goal, and one 
which requires much planning. The many recurring problems and barriers that hinder the 
attainment of sustainable development objectives at universities are either directly or indirectly 
related to deficiencies in planning which pose a significant barrier to the implementation of 
sustainable development. There is therefore a perceived need to foster a better understanding of 
how planning may help higher education institutions to become more successful in implementing 
sustainable development. Based on this need, this paper describes the role of planning as a tool for 
improved knowledge and sound decision-making towards a better understanding of sustainability 
in a science and technology context, and the motivation towards transformation. In particular, it 
reports on a survey in the context of which some of the major obstacles for planning and 
implementing sustainable development at universities are outlined. The study identified the fact 
that many universities are yet to have fully developed plans to take into account matters related to 
sustainable development, and describes some the elements which could be considered in attempts 
to give a greater emphasis to sustainability to planning in a higher education context. 
Keywords: Sustainable Development, Higher Education, Strategic Sustainability Planning, 
Implementation of Sustainability Plans   
 
1. Introduction: planning for sustainable development  
Planning is seen as one of the keys for the successful implementation of sustainable 
development. Indeed, as the world now moves towards implementing the 2030 global agenda, 
proper planning has become highly relevant. HEIs need to participate in sustainable development 
practices, having education, research, internal management (operations) and community 
engagement (outreach) as main areas of study and development.  
Apart from proper planning, the implementation of a successful sustainability strategy is 
dependent on a wide range of elements which include infrastructure, competence, and capacity 
building, among many others. According to experts, a sustainability strategy is characterized by a 
five-stage process: Assessment, Planning, Implementation, Evaluation, and 
Reassessment/Modification (Johnson et al., 2004). 
*Revised Manuscript - Clean Version
Click here to view linked References
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A sustainability planning procedure, i.e a procedure which may assist in implementing 
sustainability-related efforts, should be carefully addressed from a variety of perspectives (Berke 
and Conroy, 2000) thus ensuring integrated processes (Wright, 2006). Planners need to conceive 
ways to concretely implement policy and solutions, and to carefully assess the links between 
efforts for the implementation of plans and the sustainability of its outcomes.   
Universities play a vital role in sustainable development from various perspectives. For 
instance, they must support education for sustainable development (Disterhef et al., 2015; Brusca 
et al., 2018) and introduce active policies for attaining this goal (Lozano et al., 2015). In this 
context, numerous HEIs have been integrating environmental education and education for 
sustainable development (ESD) into their system, making SD an essential part of the institutional 
framework (Ramos et al., 2015), collaborating with other higher educational institutions (Lozano 
et al., 2013a), encouraging on-campus sustainability life experiences and improvements in the 
curriculum (Cortese, 2003), and ‘Educating-the-Educators’ programmes (Lozano et al., 2013b). 
It is undisputed that strategic planning is critical for all these aspects. This is so for 
various reasons: firstly, for setting organizational goals and objectives, secondly, for providing 
management with the essential guidance and lastly, for operating the institution effectively and 
efficiently. Strategic planning is also instrumental to the organization’s continuous improvement 
and sustainability actions. Higher education has been using strategic planning and continuous 
improvement techniques, some adopted from industry. However, the contingent lack of 
understanding of strategic planning techniques could be a significant obstacle to sustainable 
development (Gordon and Fischer, 2015). 
Several researchers have proposed a diversity of methods to incorporate sustainability 
into higher education (Rusinko, 2010) or into university curricula by proposing new courses 
(Bremer and Lopez-Franco, 2006; Pappas et al., 2013), models for evaluation (Watson et al., 2013; 
Savelyeva and McKenna, 2011) or manual on how to integrate SD and curricula (Ceulemans and 
De Prins, 2010), while others have recommended a complete restructuring of universities to tackle 
 1 
 2 
 3 
 4 
 5 
 6 
 7 
 8 
 9 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 
17 
18 
19 
20 
21 
22 
23 
24 
25 
26 
27 
28 
29 
30 
31 
32 
33 
34 
35 
36 
37 
38 
39 
40 
41 
42 
43 
44 
45 
46 
47 
48 
49 
50 
51 
52 
53 
54 
55 
56 
57 
58 
59 
60 
61 
62 
63 
64 
65 
this challenge (e.g., Aktas et al., 2015; Leal Filho et al., 2017a; Leal Filho et al., 2017b). Planning 
is an essential feature of all of them. 
Based on the given background, the aim of this research paper is to describe the extent to 
which planning is being deployed as a tool for an inclusion of matters related to sustainable 
development in university programmes. It also outlines by means of a survey some of the major 
obstacles for planning and implementing sustainable development at higher educational 
institutions and designates the elements which may lead to a better accomplishment of the goals of 
planning. 
 
2. Advantages of planning for sustainable development   
With the caveat that planning involves a “calculating style of management” rather than a 
‘committing’ (Mintzberg, 1989) which for many, may seem less appropriate for the commitment 
required for a broad vision of sustainability, it is evident that those universities at the forefront of 
integrating sustainable development across their operations (curriculum, campus, research and 
community), deploy planning processes to achieve their vision. Framing sustainable development 
as an opportunity rather than a problem, planning accordingly, with actions focused on economic, 
environmental, and social gains offers great potential and may ensure the future growth and health 
of higher education institutions (Burrell et al., 2011).  
They will gain further advantage as they become more attractive to prospective students 
who want universities to take their environmental responsibilities seriously (NUS, 2015); they may 
reduce their costs and enhance their capitals.  
Implementing sustainable development, a ‘wicked problem’ (Rittel and Webber, 1973), 
and a complex one (Leal Filho et al., 2018), may require a radical rethink of strategies and 
management within higher education (Shiel and Jones, 2016) but experience has shown that, 
despite the hurdles, developing a vision and strategy, articulating action plans, considering 
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approaches to change, with detailed project planning, builds momentum for a more sustainable 
university and brings advantages.  
Advantages will be greater where a balanced, holistic approach to sustainability guides 
development and approaches to planning are re-evaluated.  Berke and Conroy (2000) suggest that 
too often, plans reviewed in their study did not exemplify a balanced, holistic approach. Further, 
planning educators and professionals need to adopt an expanded view of comprehensive planning. 
Planning theory is certainly relevant to sustainable development (Roseland, 2000) and specific 
areas, for instance in sustainable waste management (Hacking and Flynn, 2017). In both cases, but 
planners need to find inspiration from “greener pastures” and other theoretical domains.  
Planning for sustainable development requires, as its starting point, a “vision of how 
things might be changed for the better, and a design or strategy for moving towards that vision” 
(Sterling and Maxey, 2013). The vision itself may transform and animate (Bennis and Nanus, 
1985) the very act of bringing stakeholders together to articulate such a vision, extend knowledge 
about sustainability and serve to build commitment at the start of the journey. The process surfaces 
understandings and world-views, reveals the extent of commitment/or not, and draws stakeholders 
together to align with a common intent for planning purposes. If those leading the change have 
already undertaken preliminary analysis of the current situation, using conventional planning tools 
(e.g. opportunities and threats – SWOT and PESTLE, etc.) and have planned on the basis of 
information gathered and analysis, then evidence suggests (see Shiel, 2007) that they will have the 
advantage of being able to persuade and influence direction. They will also have the advantage of 
a clearer picture of the starting point, as a basis to coordinate actions going forward and to monitor 
progress.  
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Figure 1:  An Overview of a Planning and Implementation Process 
 
 
Source: authors. 
 
 
Figure 1 represents a generic process deployed in university strategic planning with the 
key difference that SD has become the driving factor rather than something that is second-order to 
mission in planning.   
Planning for SD will naturally begin in the context of the university mission, but in 
developing purpose, a complete rethinking and re-articulation of vision and mission may be vital 
to achieve SD outcomes. Once the institution has agreed on purpose, the planning tools to enable 
SD goals to be achieved can be selected; and then the execution will require developing the 
process that Figure 1 describes.  It is important to build from the tools already available and seek 
further advantages through innovation and new planning methodologies appropriate for 
sustainable development, and for a future that is uncertain. Effective strategies for participation of 
all stakeholders in the planning stages enable local knowledge to be incorporated into plans and 
participants can develop new ways of thinking (Tippett et al., 2007). Sustainable development and 
action planning require participation and consensus which places new demands on existing 
governance and planning networks (Benneworth and Hospers, 2007). 
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The use of tools, which by their very nature require an honest strategic appraisal of the 
universities’ strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, threats and organizational analysis of political, 
economic, social, and technological factors, will result in new learning. Another requirement is the 
understanding of how these variables can influence strategy development and implementation 
(Mintzberg, 2008).  
If the aim is to bring about lasting change for sustainable development, then change 
agents who take on board theories of change management and approaches to strategic planning, 
reap further advantages. Kanter et al. (1992), for example, suggest a number of stages in the 
change process that need to be planned and managed: 
 Analyse the organization and its need for change 
 Create a shared vision and a common direction 
 Separate from the past 
 Create a sense of urgency 
 Support a strong leader role 
 Line up political sponsorship 
 Craft an implementation plan 
 Develop enabling structures 
 Communicate, involve people and be honest 
 Reinforce and institutionalise change 
There are many other broadly similar approaches to consider, for example: Quinn (1980) 
offers an incremental approach (combining top-down with bottom-up) and where building 
understanding and support is critical for change but also important for sustainability; and Doppelt 
(2003) provides a “wheel of change toward sustainability” (Figure 2) which unlike other 
approaches does not follow a step-process.  
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Figure 2: Doppelt’s Wheel of Change 
 
 
Source: Adapted from Doppelt (2003) 
 
Each approach requires planning; choosing an approach, in the early stages, brings 
advantages in that a framework is provided for more detailed plans subsequently. There is no “one 
size fits all” approach; different approaches may suit different university contexts, cultures and the 
personal styles of individuals leading the planning, ranging from more top-down with tighter 
controls, to more emergent and less tightly managed. Such approaches have been applied 
successfully within the higher education context (see for example Marshall, 2007) to promote 
organisational change projects and planning processes.  
Plans which flow from the overarching vision need to prioritise what needs to be done, 
potentially organised around themes (see Table 1 for an example). Some areas of sustainability in 
higher education (e.g. estates management) require more detailed planning and robust measures 
for control. More detailed planning needs to prioritise actions to raise standards and engagement 
from the very start. Starting from aspirations and visions, planning documents need to have 
tangible objectives, and concrete targets need to be established.  
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Table 1: Possible components of a planning document 
Theme: category Aim Action 
Carbon footprint: 
Institutional Level 
Waste 
Promote waste 
minimisation both within 
the university and with 
suppliers 
- Communication campaign to raise 
awareness 
- Broaden focus to extend existing recycling 
activity focused on staff to target students 
- Introduce food waste bins 
Fairtrade Achieve Fairtrade status - Set up steering group 
- Formulate policy 
- Plan education programme 
Curriculum Embed ESD - Undertake benchmark study 
- Rewrite curriculum guidelines 
- Lead staff development 
Carbon 
footprint/Energy 
Management 
Reduce use of electricity - Implement an Energy Management System 
to ISO 50001 standard 
 
The advantages of detailed action plans are clear, and may be summarised as follows: 
 They demonstrate the institutional commitment; 
 The goals and themes to be addressed are clearly set out; 
 Specific actions to address the themes and achieve outcomes are articulated; 
 Timelines and responsibilities are indicated; 
 Clear targets and success criteria may enable an assessment of progress; 
 Arrangements are specified for monitoring and reporting; 
 Estimates may also be included of the staff time and resources needed to implement the 
plan enabling gaps to be identified. 
However, Mintzberg (2008) cautions that a proper planning commits substantial 
organizational resources and human resources, and requires a great deal of engagement from 
stakeholders at all levels of the organisation.  
In summary, if universities are to integrate sustainable development across their 
institutions, planning is essential to accrue long term advantages. Tools and techniques from 
strategic management and planning may be adopted and built upon. Further, planning for 
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sustainable development may help a university identify savings and benefits throughout its 
management and operations, and improve its functioning in the future. The triple bottom line 
incorporates an approach that allows an organisation to plan for the long-term in terms of health, 
savings and growth.  
 
3. Methodology used 
3.1 Survey design 
Based on the need for studies specifically focusing on challenges to planning and 
implementing sustainability in higher education, a survey was designed and performed among a 
set of universities. It was guided by three main questions: 
a) To which extent do universities consider sustainability planning? 
b) What is the importance afforded to sustainability planning? 
c) Are current structures and frameworks well developed? 
In the initial stage, a list of items was developed then reviewed to remove overlap and to 
ensure that all relevant questions were considered. The survey was pre-tested and piloted prior to 
its deployment, using a panel of academics with responsibility for sustainability in different 
universities.  
The survey was disseminated online with data gathered between 25
th
 September and 25
th
 
October 2017 using SurveyMonkey. The survey instrument was composed of 9 questions (six 
closed questions and three open ended questions) and structured to elicit information on the lived 
experiences of the actual university the participants worked in. The questionnaire also collected 
sociodemographic characteristics of the university staff and eventually a number of questions 
examined amongst others: the importance the University attaches to issues of sustainable 
development, the resources afforded to the sustainability development team and the importance 
given to environmental sustainability policy and sustainable development. The respondents were 
asked to provide details on the issues and challenges they face to achieve sustainable development 
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at their respective University together with approaches or solutions that specifically target such 
issues.   
 
3.2 Sampling 
The survey was sent to the following groups: rectors and office managers of a wide range 
of universities, including those which participated in the Green Sustainability Metrics 2016; 
authors of publications on the subject “sustainability at universities” in the Web of Science 
between 2007–2016; participants in the World Symposium on Sustainable Development at 
Universities, held in September 2016 at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology in the United 
States of America; representatives of universities (sustainability office managers, 
researchers/teachers) participating in the Inter-University Program for Sustainable Development 
Research (IUSDRP); representatives of the universities participating in the Copernicus Alliance; 
rectors and managers of the Sustainability Office of the Universities participating in the 
Association, for the Advancement of Sustainability in Higher Education (AACHE), as already 
proposed by other studies (Leal Filho et al., 2019). Thirty nine different higher education 
institutions from five continents participated in this study.  
 
3.3 Data analysis 
The numerical data collected from the 39 responses was inputted in SPSS and analysed 
through descriptive statistics. The three open ended questions formed a major part of the data 
collected and were analysed through content analysis to reveal a number of themes. The regional 
distribution of the respondents is showed in the Table 2.  
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Table 2 – Distribution of the respondents by Region 
Country  Frequency Percent 
North America 8 20.5 
Africa 1 2.56 
Australasia 2 5.12 
Europe 19 48.71 
South America 4 10.25 
Asia 5 12.82 
Total 39 100.0 
 
4. Results Presentation  
4.1 Results from the Quantitative Analysis 
For the first question, on the importance afforded by universities to matters related to 
sustainable development there is an uneven spread in the responses with a noticeable skew to 
positive replies. In fact, the majority of responses (about 64%) are of the opinion that their 
university affords importance to issues related to sustainable development. The results are 
illustrated in Table 3. As far as the regional distribution is concerned, universities in Europe and 
North America tend to strongly agree/agree with the statements made. 
Table 3 – My University attaches a lot of importance to matters related to sustainable 
development. 
 Frequency Percent 
1 – Strongly Disagree 0.0 0.0 
2 - Disagree 10 25.6 
3 - Don't Know 4 10.3 
4 - Agree 18 46.2 
5 - Strongly agree 7 17.9 
Total 39 100.0 
 
The results for the second question on the current development of the official policy or 
planning framework for implementing sustainable development at University indicate a broad 
range of responses from universities with nearly equal numbers agreeing or disagreeing with this 
statement. In fact, 43.6% Disagree or Strongly Disagree while 46.2% Agree or Strongly Agree. 
Very few (10.3%) choose the neutral response ‘I don’t know’. The results are illustrated in Table 
4. 
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Table 4 - The official policy or planning framework for implementing sustainable development at 
your University is well developed. 
 
 
 
 
 
As far as the regional distribution is concerned, universities in Europe tend to strongly 
agree/agree with the statements made, where other regions have less strong views on the topic. 
The large majority of respondents (66.7%) are of the opinion that the person in charge of 
planning on matters related to sustainable development at their university is not afforded enough 
resources to work effectively. Only 20.5% of the respondents responded that these persons receive 
adequate resources. From comparing the results of Table 2, 3 and 4 it appears that there is more 
thrust to have published sustainability policies and framework and less enthusiasm to actually fund 
the initiatives pertaining to sustainable development at higher institutions. The results are 
illustrated in Table 5. 
 
Table 5 - The person in charge of planning on matters related to sustainable development at your 
university is afforded enough resources to work effectively. 
 
 
 
 
 
As far as the regional distribution is concerned, universities in Latin America and Africa 
tend to strongly disagree/disagree with the statements made. 
 Frequency Percent 
1 - Strongly disagree 4 10.3 
2 - Disagree 13 33.3 
3 - Don't know 4 10.3 
4 - Agree 17 43.6 
5 - Strongly agree 1 2.6 
Total 39 100.0 
 Frequency Percent 
1 - Strongly disagree 6 15.4 
2 - Disagree 20 51.3 
3 - Don't know 5 12.8 
4 - Agree 6 15.4 
5 - Strongly agree 2 5.1 
Total 39 100.0 
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A very high percentage of respondents (66.7%) are of the opinion that sustainable 
development policies, procedures or activities are not properly implemented in teaching and 
research at their institution. Only 23.1% agree with this statement again illustrating a gap between 
what is said and written regarding sustainable development at such institutions and what is actually 
carried out.   
Table 6 - Sustainable development policies, procedures or activities are properly implemented in 
teaching and research 
 Frequency Percent 
1 - Strongly disagree 3 7.7 
2 - Disagree 23 59.0 
3 - Don't know 4 10.3 
4 – Agree 8 20.5 
5 - Strongly agree 1 2.6 
Total 39 100.0 
 
As far as the regional distribution is concerned, universities in all geographical regions 
indicated they strongly disagree/disagree with the statements made, which shows that proper 
provisions are yet to be made. 
In the last question that focused on the monitoring and evaluation of achievement of 
outcomes in the sustainable development planning process, the results indicate a broad range of 
responses from universities with nearly equal numbers agreeing or disagreeing with this statement. 
In fact, 53.6% Disagree or Strongly Disagree while 43.6% Agree or Strongly Agree. Very few 
(10.3%) choose the neutral response ‘I don’t know’. The results are illustrated in Table 7. 
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Table 7 - Monitoring and evaluation of achievement of outcomes in your sustainable development 
planning process is carried out effectively. 
 
 
 
 
 
As far as the regional distribution is concerned, universities in Latin America and Africa 
tend to strongly disagree/disagree with the statements made. 
 
4.2 Results from the Qualitative Analysis 
In the open-ended questions, the responses were varied both according to context and 
individual – but a number of areas and trends emerged within each question.  
 
4.2.1 Problems related to Planning and Implementing Sustainable Development  
The first question asked the respondents to list the problems that hinder their university’s 
plans to implement measures related to sustainable development. Each respondent could list more 
than one problem; therefore 50 responses were received. Most of them (n = 17 responses) focused 
on finances and support as the following verbatim examples illustrate: 
 Lack of funding and international collaboration. 
 Money, different goals of different faculties. 
 Lack of support from senior staff in leadership positions. Lack of financial 
resources.  
  The main problem is a general lack of government funding for universities which 
places on-going financial constraints on what we can do. 
 
 Frequency Percent 
1 - Strongly disagree 7 17.9 
2 – Disagree 14 35.9 
3 - Don't know 1 2.6 
4 – Agree 15 38.5 
5 - Strongly agree 2 5.1 
Total 39 100.0 
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Other responses (n = 13) focused on lack of interest or conflicting interests and beliefs at 
the senior level that have a negative effect on sustainable development at universities.  
 Conflicting opinions at the senior level. A minority of students seem willing to 
support SD policies. 
 Absence of vision, policies, and supporting framework - Little interest across the 
university, especially among administrators - Limited understanding of 
sustainability across the university. 
 Some key senior managers are not yet convinced of the merits, particularly in the 
context of tight budgets. Also our student body manifests very limited interest and 
so the drive for change does not come from these key stakeholders either. 
 
Some responses (n = 11) focused on issues of different visions for universities and their 
existence. 
 Focus on rankings related to official evaluation of research and teaching 
protocols. 
 Lack of coherent vision for larger community. Efforts fractured and rudimentary.  
 Lack of involvement of the university community. Absence of transfer of the habits 
from home (turn off lights, recycle, ...) to the University. Excessive use of private 
cars. Ancient infrastructures. 
 
While other responses focused on the lack of knowledge and lack of capacity to carry out 
such initiatives (n = 9): 
 Lack of know-how, lack of resources. 
 Lack of knowledge and motivation by senior management - happy to do the 
minimum. 
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 Lack of strategy and organized efforts at the level of entire university. Lack of 
awareness of number of teachers and staff.  
 There is no formal university policy on sustainable development. Any actions 
related to SD are sporadic and the result of personal initiatives. On the other 
hand, research in SD technologies is quite advanced. 
In the first question it is apparent that lack of resources is a main issue present in most 
institutions. Even though some universities may have the will they lack the resources to implement 
effective measures. Additionally, the lack of awareness of senior administration may hinder such 
sustainable development initiatives. 
 
4.2.2 Solving the problems related to Planning and Implementing Sustainable Development   
In the second question the respondents were asked to explain how their university has 
solved or is solving these problems. There were varied responses (n = 31) but they can be grouped 
into one of three categories: 
 Effective teamwork (n = 21) 
 Collaboration with the outside community (n = 6) 
 More Effective Communication (n = 4) 
 
Effective teamwork: When discussing teamwork universities mentioned the setting up of 
teams of people that aim to implement SD initiatives at the institution:  
 A green team is officially working since December 2015, focusing on energy and 
buildings, mobility; waste/food/water; urban outreach and green procurements. The 
team is working in connections with institution and student team. We use SDGs as 
metrics. We also refer to sustainable university campus networks. 
 A group of academics have organised to push and implement curriculum innovations 
and high-profile events to highlight the significance of the sustainability agenda in 
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education and other aspects of the operations and management.  A cross sector group 
has also formed a steering group and sought a chair from the University's Executive 
Group, to increase the pressure on facilities and estates.  
 Creating a group/commission of Social and Environmental Responsibility, but operative 
partially and nowadays in a pause situation. 
 
Collaboration with the outside community: Collaboration with the outside community was 
mainly mentioned with reference to exchange programmes and local or city councils indicating 
willingness to collaborate but perhaps within a narrow range of possibilities: 
 Access to grants for researcher in Sustainable Development and international exchange 
programmes because of collaboration with EU Units and EU grants. 
 Collaboration with the City Council to increase public transport and bike path.  
Information and awareness campaigns to act sustainably.  Compost, put LED bulbs and 
solar panels in new buildings. 
 
More Effective Communication: More effective communication was mentioned especially 
with regard to raising awareness on achievements related to sustainable development, in order to 
foster better relations and also for information sharing.  
 Trying to communicate achievements related to sustainable development initiatives to 
senior management, prioritising work, discussing challenges and potential 
consequences related to time and resources shortage. 
 Continuing to develop relationships across campus units through communication with 
those who have the ability to advocate for an integrated approach that begins to model 
sustainable development at the campus level. 
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 Continuous information sharing, increasing knowledge of personnel and students 
regarding SD, development of waste management plan and sustainable green areas 
management plan. 
 
4.2.3 Planning Tools and approaches to support Sustainable Development implementation  
In the last open-ended question, the respondents were asked to list any planning 
tools/approaches used by their university to support the implementation of the sustainable 
development policy or planning framework (total of 32 responses). The majority (n = 24) 
mentioned the setting up of a centre, course or process: 
 A centre has been set up to steer the planning and implement a set of measures vis-
a-vis a planning framework. 
 We have a strategic plan till 2019. We are training professors from other faculties 
and research institutes. We have meetings on voluntary agreed activities once each 
two or three weeks where we monitor the efforts. 
 ISO 14001 National Union of Students Responsible Futures. 
 LiFE Index. 
 Living Lab BREEAM suite of certification methods. 
 Policy on Sustainable Development. 
 Sustainability Committee; Sustainable Procurement Committee; Sustainable L&T 
Group.  
 The effort is campus focused and the campus is a member of AASHE which uses an 
evaluation rubric and reporting structure for campus only projects. 
 
Other responses (n = 3) focused on the greening of the actual University curriculum.  
 Encourage greening curriculum (like introduce a new transversal competence for 
all degrees) and an educational practice which entails sustained action Develop the 
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capacity to work in intersubjective or transdisciplinary teams, to offer proposals 
that contribute to a sustainable environmental, economic, political and social 
development.  Provide courses for teacher training in this subject. 
 Have our carbon reductions targets; Fairtrade procedures and targets, curriculum 
framework which incorporated education for sustainability principles, and periodic 
review processes which require course teams to indicate how they incorporate 
sustainability in revised and new courses. 
 We combine two approaches to the curriculum development: we developed one 
masters' programme on Environment and Nature resource economics, underpinned 
by ideas of sustainability. In the same time, we complement the content of existing 
programmes by the courses on sustainability and bring a focus in the existing 
courses. 
 
A number of respondents (n = 5) were not aware of any initiatives indicating a lack of 
communication within the University itself or a lack of goodwill from the University to implement 
change.  
 Do not have any yet.  Planning occurs within disciplinary silos. 
 Don't know  
 None at the university level. Due to the challenges of higher education 
transformation in past decades (related to the Bologna process as well as transition 
from post-socialist HE environment), the sustainability theme has been rather 
neglected so far. 
 None to my idea 
 Not sure 
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5. Discussions 
The opinion of the sample regarding the importance attached by universities to 
sustainable development is divided. This is not a novelty since across the years several institutions 
have been involved in sustainability initiatives, while others have been less active in the pursuit 
and implementation of measures related to sustainable development. This is partly because of the 
inadequacy of the support provided (Velazquez et al., 2006), but it could also reflect an inherent 
conviction that sustainable development is a fad (not a priority) and hence cannot be adequately 
addressed in their policies and programmes.   
One example of initiative which may help adequately approach sustainability is the 
PRME (Principles for Responsible Management Education). By focusing on purpose, values, 
method, research, partnership and dialogue (PRME, 2018), this initiative aims at transforming 
academic institutions by adding values of sustainability and promoting a “true paradigm change”, 
and not only “green touches”. In order to succeed at this, real understanding about conceptual 
shifts and engagement are necessary (Alcaraz et al., 2011).  
According to the opinion of the respondents, the official policy or planning framework for 
implementing sustainable development is well developed but just for half of the sample; 
nevertheless, the majority of the respondents thinks that there are not enough resources to that 
policy being implemented effectively. As stated in the literature, this implementation depends on a 
wide range of factors which include infrastructure, competence, resources, and capacity building 
(Johnson et al., 2004), and most of the times it is hard to combine all these conditions. The lack of 
awareness of the implications of sustainable development, and ESD in particular, further shackles 
implementation resulting in lack of planning characterised by sporadic initiatives that drain 
resources and fail to address issues holistically. Despite the fact that Green or Sustainability 
Offices at HEIs also report challenges related to lack of resources and administration support, their 
work structure (with sustainability coordinator or sustainability committees, for example) may 
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greatly contribute to plan/execute projects or develop policy making in a strategic way (Leal Filho 
et al., 2019a).  
Sustainable development policies, procedures or activities are not properly implemented 
in teaching and research at many of the sample institutions, which is contrary to the 
recommendations of Burrell et al. (2011). According to the authors, it is evident that universities at 
the forefront of integrating sustainable development across their main activities (teaching and 
researching) will also lead a successful planning process to reach that aim. One example from the 
engineering education shows that difficulties in planning the inclusion of sustainability in teaching 
directly affect the difficulties found in didactic practice afterwards (Rampasso et al., 2018). It 
implies that the difficulties concerning planning the implementation of SD in higher education 
need to be overcome in order to enable the successful practice of the university roles (teaching, 
research, among others). 
This topic is a clear reflection of Orr’s myths (a set of myths which try to explain why 
institutional engagement on sustainability can be limited at times) that purportedly plague the 
traditional educational structures of higher education institutions and consequently their 
inadequacy to address the challenges posed by ESD and develop professionals who are 
ecologically and socially sensitive and committed (and prepared) for change (Orr, 2004). This is 
further compounded by higher education institutions’ reductive definition of knowledge and 
resultant emphasis on transmissive pedagogies rather than on transformative ones. 
Most problems related to planning and implementing sustainable development are related 
to finances and lack of support and resources, as well as lack of interest or conflicting interests at 
the administration level, which is in line with Mintzberg (2008) concerns, recommending a great 
engagement from the elements at all levels of the organisation. Likewise, the poor knowledge of 
the strategic planning techniques can be also a significant barrier to sustainable development 
(Gordon and Fischer, 2015). However, these can just be the symptoms of a deeper root cause for 
these barriers to sustainable development implementation and university based ESD programmes. 
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One such root cause is the monodisciplinary organisational structures of universities that 
determine funding, result in territorial conflicts, limit student mobility from one area to another 
and generate competition at various levels (Moore, 2005). 
The problems related to planning and implementing sustainable development can be 
solved by effective teamwork, collaboration with the outside community and more effective 
communication. This finding is supported by Kanter et al. (1992) which outline that a changing 
process needs to be planned and managed (being the communication and the involvement of 
people crucial for the success) and by Katiliūtė et al. (2014), who highlight the importance of 
universities taking more advantage of sustainability communication and dissemination. Leal Filho 
et al. (2019b) also mentioned the involvement of community stakeholders and internal and 
external communication as fundamental items for planning and implementing sustainability at 
HEIs. 
Additionally, to foster a change to a new approach of sustainability at universities, 
community engagement must be considered (Roseland, 2000; Yanez et al., 2018). At this point it 
is relevant to stress the importance of actively involving the student community as the main 
change agents in any serious attempt at implementing sustainable development across higher 
education institutions (Ryan-Fogarty et al., 2016).  
Although planning tools and approaches to support the sustainable development 
implementation can be specifically centred in a centre, course or process and in the university 
curriculum, they need to be owned, valorised and consequently supported by the whole institution. 
As stated by Neville et al. (2000), the curriculum development is considered crucial to disseminate 
the knowledge across the institutions, promote transformative pedagogies as well as the leadership 
skills that are critical to cultivate commitment towards an innovative sustainability process. 
 
6. Implications for theory and practice: Towards Better Planning and Implementation of 
Sustainable Development in Higher Education  
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The lessons learned are a summary of knowledge or understanding gained by the positive 
and negative experiences on planning and implementing sustainable development from the 
universities reported in this research. The insights listed below can have relevance for other 
contexts and be replicable in other higher education institutions. Five insights could be identified:  
 
(a)  Limited awareness and understanding about sustainability and low importance afforded 
to SD matters. Universities need to go beyond the simple academic treatment of issues 
related to SD and identify ways how SD should impact the ‘day-to-day functioning’ at the 
individual, departmental and institutional levels. Nevertheless, the number of universities that 
have already developed their respective SD plans is increasing. However, in most of the cases, 
these strategies betray a limited understanding of sustainability, a high degree of institutional 
insularity and low knowhow on how to effectively transform university practices, in line with 
the results found by Ávila et al. (2017). To resolve this issue, universities need to develop 
partnerships with other universities or engage in international programs with the purpose of 
consolidating and further developing their know-how about sustainable development 
implementation strategies. 
 
(b) Lack of an official body responsible for SD implementation. The successful 
implementation of a SD strategy necessitates the setting up of a body responsible for its 
Assessment, Planning, Implementation, Evaluation, and Reassessment (i.e. the five-step 
process proposed by Johnson et al., 2004). This official body is a tangible indicator of the 
university’s support and commitment towards significant progress in advancing sustainability 
on campus. 
 
(c)  Not all universities have a planning framework supporting the SD implementation. 
Investing in a planning framework is necessary in order to engage all members of the 
 1 
 2 
 3 
 4 
 5 
 6 
 7 
 8 
 9 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 
17 
18 
19 
20 
21 
22 
23 
24 
25 
26 
27 
28 
29 
30 
31 
32 
33 
34 
35 
36 
37 
38 
39 
40 
41 
42 
43 
44 
45 
46 
47 
48 
49 
50 
51 
52 
53 
54 
55 
56 
57 
58 
59 
60 
61 
62 
63 
64 
65 
academic community and the student body, and to address areas where sustainability efforts 
are needed in the short, medium and long term. The planning framework ensures well-
articulated actions with specific outcomes, timelines, responsibilities, defined targets and the 
wise use of resources. The planning framework needs to be re-evaluated and updated regularly 
to ensure its continued relevance to the emergent needs of the university’s community. 
Moreover, to ensure a wide ownership (and commitment), the framework needs to be 
developed, implemented, monitored and evaluated by the entire university community. 
 
(d)  Resources for implementation SD are not enough. Resources are essential to the successful 
implementation of SD in universities and perhaps one of the key challenges. University 
rectors and finance office managers must be aware that the initial costs in SD will be paid off 
by savings at later stages. As Leal Filho (2015) comments, universities investing in campus-
wide waste prevention and energy conservation schemes will promptly reduce the costs 
associated with waste disposal and lower energy bills often in the medium term. To obtain 
resources, universities could develop collaborations with the outside community, through the 
access to SD research grants and more efforts in entrepreneurship and public-private 
partnerships. 
 
(e) More effective communication. Communication is essential to facilitate the participation of 
all the university community – particularly the student population – in activities and decisions 
related to SD. Besides making policies understandable and meaningful, a strong 
communication network fosters ownership and acceptance of the university’s SD strategy. 
This can be achieved by ensuring that the communication is not one-way (i.e. just 
informative) and empowering (i.e. providing the tools for individuals to become effective 
change agents).  
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Figure 3 summarizes the main points outlined above that should be considered to attain 
better planning and implementation of sustainable development in higher education institutions. 
 
Figure 3 – Main Points Towards Better Planning and Implementation of SD in HEIs. 
 
Their holistic consideration can ensure that not solely a better planning but also the 
subsequent implementation – and planned reforms – may be more easily implemented. 
 
7. Conclusions  
This paper has demonstrated the importance of planning for the further implementation of 
sustainable development in higher education, and has outlined some of the problems that have 
presented progress. The size of the sample of this study presents a limitation as it does not allow 
an extrapolation of its findings to all universities. However, the results gathered offer an overview 
of the issues at hand.   
The first one is that the perception of universities in respect of the implementation of 
sustainability in these institutions need to be radically transformed. But the transformation cannot 
be limited to curriculum changes, or that planning in the curriculum is only one element, albeit a 
very important one. Instead of planning of sustainability in a single area, there is a perceived need 
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for multiple perspectives, so that social scientists, natural scientists and engineers equally feel they 
ought to engage, using their various educational backgrounds. 
The second element is that we need to provide an interrelated, “whole systems” 
perspective to the planning and implementation of sustainable development, within which to 
consider the education and training of these same social scientists, natural scientists and engineers 
universities. After all, these future professionals will play a vital role in affecting environment and 
society. 
Finally, there is a need to address a myth, namely that planning for the implementation of 
sustainable development at universities is too expensive. On the contrary, a good planning process 
takes special care of the economic aspects, and when properly implemented, capitalises on the 
potential synergies from the various university activities.  
In summary, an intelligent approach to planning allows higher education institutions to 
benefit from the ecological, social and economic aspects of sustainable development, and make the 
most of their resources in implementing sustainability efforts. 
Some elements may lead to a better accomplishment of planning sustainable development 
at university level: the first one is the engagement with the SD in all institutional levels which 
shall be improved by SD awareness and communication. The second point is the HEI support with 
specific resources and official body for SD implementation. The last element is a formal planning 
framework, with all actions, targets, outcomes, responsibilities, timelines and a management 
approach.  
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